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ABSTRACT 
Stark D. Harbour: From Poverty to Prosperity: The Path of Education among the Mississippi 
Choctaw  
(Under the direction of Malinda Maynor Lowery) 
 
The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians knew early in their post-recognition existence 
that education was the key to future success for the tribe. From 1945 to 1963, the MBCI 
methodically built the framework for an autonomous school district that would provide students 
with a comprehensive curriculum that addressed tribal needs. The crowning achievement of this 
project was a high school that kept tribal members in the community for their secondary 
education. This analysis traces the creation of Choctaw Central High School from conception to 
completion and highlights the contributions of tribal leaders in making the project a major tribal 
success. Tribal Chairmen like Emmet York and Philip Martin helped develop a progressive 
school curriculum and the capital necessary to fund the school as an independent entity. Choctaw 
Central High School serves as a prime example of Choctaw self-determination and shrewd 
diplomacy to advance tribal education and the MBCI’s external image. 
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CHAPTER 1: FROM POVERTY TO PROSPERITY 
There are two major routes to get to the Pearl River community on the Mississippi Band 
of Choctaw’s reservation. One route is by traveling westbound on Interstate 20 heading towards 
Meridian, Mississippi from Alabama. Along the way, there are roadside billboards for the Pearl 
River Resort, a Choctaw casino located on the tribe’s property. Once over the state line, you are 
instructed to take Exit 150 north towards Pearl River Casino & Resort on MS highway 19. It’s a 
well-lit 4-lane highway with newly painted tan asphalt and many signs promoting the tribally 
owned restaurants, golf courses, water parks, and spa. You can see the Silver Star and Golden 
Moon Casinos miles before the turn-off. They stand taller than any building in Neshoba county, 
taller than any water holding tank or cellphone tower. They stand like a glowing neon oasis in a 
sea of shortleaf pine trees. On the approach, there are no visible tribal administration buildings, 
no residential communities, not even a sign to designate the area as the sovereign land of the 
Choctaw people. From all outward appearances, it seems the Casinos and Resorts are the 
reservation. 
 The other path to the reservation is less straightforward. You must use a far older set of 
state highways and backroads. The path snakes from east Mississippi to west Alabama and back 
again, making its last turn onto MS highway 16 W. This road is an old timber route for 
transporting pulpwood to mills in the surrounding counties and markets further east. There are no 
advertisements on this road, save for the dilapidated billboard emblazoned with the common 
slogan, “Jesus Saves!” The road passes through Kemper County, directly east of Neshoba where 
the formerly prosperous community of Scooba, MS once stood.  Now Scooba is a row of 
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collapsing storefronts, barren cotton fields, and clear-cut timber farms. It looks like not much has 
changed here since the Depression, when timber prices collapsed. The approach to the 
reservation doesn’t include the dominating landmark of the Casinos or Resorts, but instead a 
dilapidated dark country road with exposed white clay embankments on either side, and 
everywhere the smell of pine sap and the occasional roadkill skunk. Again, there is no indication 
when you cross into the reservation property, except that the highway terminates and a two-lane 
road with a BIA designation delivers you to Choctaw Central High School in the center of the 
Pearl River community.  
 Both routes will get you where you want to go, but they tell vastly different stories about 
the area you are encountering. By traveling the route from the interstate, you only see the 
commercial enterprise of the Choctaw people and their successes in achieving their greatest goal: 
economic security for their members. But if you take the backroads, you can get a glimpse of 
what life was like before the casinos, before the resorts, before the economic security necessary 
to achieve their social reforms. The interstate route ends at the casino; at the present and future of 
the Choctaw people. The backroads end at the high school, which Choctaw consider their past, 
the place where their dreams were born. Either path gets you there, but you must travel both to 
understand what it means to be Chahta Hapia Hoke1, what it means to be a Choctaw.  
 I take the backroads every time I come back to Pearl River. Highway 16 is often clogged 
with tractor trailers loaded with stripped pine trees, and their size makes passing a dangerous 
proposition. There have never been any signs on the highway that direct you to the reservation, 
 
1 Cyrus Byington, A Dictionary of the Choctaw Language, ed. John S. Swanton and Henry S. Halbert (Washington, 
DC: Washington Printing Office, 1915), 97. Chahta Hapia Hoke translates as “We are Choctaw”. Choctaw is a 
permutation of Chahta, which means “the people”. Chahta and Okla are often used interchangeably when Choctaw 
from Oklahoma, Mississippi, and Louisiana talk about all Choctaw people collectively. Chahta can be conceived of 
as a proper noun like a first name, while Okla is a less formal slang for all native people, a collective “us”.  
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almost as if the highway engineers and the residents living right off the road are conspiring to 
keep you from reaching it. But that long, meandering road is a much nicer drive than the placid 
landscape of Highway 19, at least to me. When I drive the backroads to the school, or tribal 
headquarters, or the post office, or even the hospital, I am exposed to a powerful energy. The raw 
expenditure of effort in constructing the tribal roads, the buildings, and even the casinos 
permeates the air as I drive down that old country road towards Choctaw Central. That is why I 
believe the school is the heart of the Choctaw nation, because you can see and feel the effort 
expended to create these buildings, to provide a sense of stability for the residents. The road to 
the casino is for the tourists. It is nice and safe and takes the driver right to where they want to 
go, the Silver Star and Golden Moon. The casinos are the outward manifestation, the Halito!2 
from the tribe to their guests. But the road to the school, though bumpy and worn, takes the 
driver to the place that made those glowing towers possible. Without the benefit of an education 
that accounts for the specific needs of the Choctaw, the casinos and resorts would never have 
existed. Education was crucial for the Choctaw to survive and to thrive, just like humans cannot 
survive without a working heart.    
The Choctaw model is not the perfect approach to tribal education for every situation, it 
succeeded only because it incorporated local needs and balanced tradition and modernity. The 
Choctaw have been fortunate in their quest for quality education. Different tribes have had vastly 
different experiences when it comes to formal classroom instruction. The legacy of “Indian 
Schools,” institutions that systematically exterminated tribal identity, is a necessary inclusion for 
 
2 Byington, A Dictionary, 5. Halito! can be translated as “hello”, “welcome”, or “greetings”. it is an invitation for 
dialogue on friendly terms. 
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many tribes reckoning with their past.3 But indigenous education has also been a valuable asset 
for tribes in navigating post-contact North America. Many highly revered tribal leaders had a 
foundation in Euro-American education. Specifically, for the Choctaw, men like Peter Pitchlynn4 
have come to represent the ideal balance of western education and tribal identity.  
The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians (MBCI) sought this balance. Beginning well 
before the creation of a federally-recognized tribal government in the state, the Choctaw have 
appreciated the value a robust education can have for its citizens when it is balanced 
appropriately. Likewise, the Choctaw were acutely aware of the potential harm such education 
could visit on traditional lifeways and the Choctaw language. This was the situation many 
Choctaw encountered during their academic careers in Mississippi. Educational options whether 
provided by the federal government (BIA schools) or private interests (French Camp Academy 
in Ackerman, MS) did not balance American educational values with Choctaw ones. The 
prospect of education administered through religious and American values which judged 
Choctaw language and custom as an inferior culture left many families with the option of 
whether or not to educate their children at all.5    
It was against this educational backdrop that the new tribal government of the MBCI 
began its work. Led by their tribal council, the Choctaw began creating an educational plan that 
 
3 Julie L. Davis, Survival Schools: The American Indian Movement and Community Education in the Twin Cities. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2013 
4 Peter Pitchlynn (1806-1874), Pitchlynn was a major figure in Choctaw history, and an example of academic 
achievement of the Choctaw people. Pitchlynn was sent to boarding school in Tennessee for primary education and 
graduated with highest honors from the University of Nashville. Pitchlynn then returned to Mississippi where he 
played an integral role as interpreter for the removal treaty. In Oklahoma, Pitchlynn rose to the position of chief and 
formally surrendered to Union forces at the end of the Civil War. For an autobiography of the life of Pitchlynn see 
"A Man Between Nations: The Diary of Peter Pitchlynn." The Missouri Review 14, no. 3 (1991): 53-92. 
https://muse.jhu.edu/ (accessed January 9, 2019).  
5 Final Report, Programs and Problems of the Choctaw Indian Agency, 1955, p.40, Tribal Archives. 
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satisfied their desire for balance. The tribal council knew that the implementation of a Choctaw-
administered education system was key to the future success of the tribe, both in terms of 
economic viability and personal enrichment. To achieve this goal, the council embarked on a 
dedicated agenda to establish a school system that would balance the methodology of an 
American school curriculum while providing necessary resources to protect tribal culture and 
language. The council’s request to help fund such a program met with opposition from all levels 
of American government. The council even had to debate some of its own membership at times 
over the desired goals of Choctaw education. The inability of the tribal council to enact their 
educational agenda was less a failure of the leadership in and of itself, so much that it indicated 
the political and cultural environment in both Mississippi and the nation broadly that dismissed 
the value of Indian self-education and continued to control local communities from afar. With 
the installation of Philip Martin as tribal chairman in 1959, the Choctaw educational agenda was 
widely implemented.  Martin’s success is largely attributed to his deep commitment to education 
as the foundation of a tribal society, and his experiences outside the tribe effectively dealing with 
different peoples and their motivations to the benefit of his community.  
 The goal of this study is to chart the course of Choctaw education from federal 
recognition in 1945 to the creation of the Choctaw Central High School in 1964. This period 
represents not only the creation of an autonomous Choctaw school district in a state notoriously 
resistant to educational progress, but a prime example of indigenous self-determination. Much 
like the Choctaw looked to leaders like Peter Pitchlynn during the removal period, the MBCI 
would come to depend on the leadership of Philip Martin to cultivate the grand educational 
vision first conceived in that inaugural tribal council meeting in April of 1945. The story of how 
the Choctaw got their school system is a lesson in leadership and ambition coupled with 
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reverence for traditional lifeways and modern vision. The Choctaw Central School District is not 
only a salient example of tribal advocacy and a case study in effective management of a 
reservation community towards a common goal, but also a tangible expression of Choctaw 
autonomy. The example of the Mississippi Choctaw highlights the complexity of individual 
tribes’ unique experiences during the Termination period. The Choctaw experience of building 
their school district is an example of exercising a degree of self-determination during a federal 
policy period at odds with their goals. The tribe achieved despite this dichotomy by re-
negotiating their relationship with federal, state, and local institutions.  Their dream of providing 
a quality education for their membership was made possible through the convergence of strong 
tribal leadership and larger societal trends that paved the way for movement in Mississippi’s 
racially stratified society. The result of this convergence is an institution that remembers the 
lessons of the past and prepares its students for the opportunities of the future. The role of 
education in initiating tribal growth is essential to understanding how building a school can 
change the fortunes of a whole people. 
The study of the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians within academic circles presents a 
cognitive dissonance. Much like the stark contrast between the two routes traveled to their home, 
it is difficult to discern between the tangible improvements and the intangible. The tangible 
improvements, including the rise of industry, ownership of casinos, and the creation of tourist 
attractions, contrast with the intangible developments, such as the school system, reform in the 
tribal constitution and bylaws, and the effects of improvements on tribal membership.   Scholars 
who have studied the tribe and its ascendance have struggled to account for this sudden 
movement in financial circumstances. The common observer refers to the phenomenon as the 
“Choctaw Miracle,” so named because of the miraculous nature of the tribe’s financial 
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turnaround and the seeming lack of concrete indicators that preceded it. There is no widely held 
historical consensus over what factors produced the “Choctaw Miracle,” there is even debate as 
to whether the miracle itself is a useful historical convention. Katherine Osburn in her 
comprehensive analysis of the tribe, Choctaw Resurgence: Race, Class, and Nation-Building in 
the Jim Crow South takes umbrage with the term. In her estimation, the “Choctaw Miracle” was 
not a specific event; it was a culmination of “…a century of savvy political activism.”6 This 
thematic treatment of change over time fits neatly with the outcomes of ethnohistory. 
Ethnohistory’s role in the case of the Choctaw has been interpreted as favoring the role of the 
community over that of the individual member. This analysis is largely informed by Osburn’s 
initial research and conclusions. Osburn makes certain to illustrate that while individual 
members can be essential characters in creating a vibrant society, the community is what 
ultimately drives the societal changes in question. Where my conclusion departs from her thesis 
is the extent to which the fortunes of the Choctaw people and their turnaround during the 
“miracle” were somewhat inevitable. This analysis does not presuppose that Philip Martin, the 
leader largely attributed with jumpstarting the turnaround, was merely a man who fulfilled the 
role that would otherwise be performed by another leader. Rather, the unique experiences of 
Martin off the reservation were what informed his leadership style, which proved pivotal in 
creating the “Choctaw Miracle.” The focus of this study is not to frame Martin as the principal 
reason for the “Choctaw Miracle” but rather as a vehicle the Choctaw people used to accomplish 
their objectives of tribal self-determination. His value as a part of ethnohistory is an important 
 
6 Katherine M.B. Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence in Mississippi: Race, Class, and Nation Building in the Jim Crow 
South, 1830-1977 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 3. 
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outlier, as he does not represent the typical relationship Choctaw of his time had with the wider 
world outside the tribe.   
Part of the explanation Osburn posits is that the character of the Choctaw people 
themselves was part of what made the “miracle” possible, and that without it, the tribe would not 
have displayed the “savvy political activism” to survive as exiles in their own state for over one-
hundred years. There is no doubt that many Choctaw men and women possess a strong work 
ethic and pride in themselves and their communities, but the nature of essential character among 
native communities is more complicated than static stereotypes. Mikaëla Adams highlights this 
dissonance between tribes and essential “Indianness” in her work Who Belongs?: Race, 
Resources, and Tribal Citizenship in the Native South. Of the groups Adams gives treatment to 
in Who Belongs, the case of the Mississippi Choctaw is one of the more telling examples of 
political reality intruding upon and perhaps altering tribal identity. For example, the exclusion of 
many Afro-Choctaws into the official membership rolls was a deliberate act of establishing 
Indian racial “purity” to satisfy the federal government that the MBCI was  truly “Indian” rather 
than “Mulattos trying to get on the government payroll.”7 This action, while proof of racism 
within the Choctaw tribal council, was nevertheless a deliberate example of political pragmatism 
on the part of the tribe in determining its future. This collection of evidence and argument makes 
Adams’s work a useful combination when paired with Osburn because it recognizes that the 
structure of a tribe is only as useful as the faith of the membership in its ability to protect and 
serve their interests. This analysis recognizes that the tribe represents, in general membership 
and the individual voices of the tribal council, a variety of perspectives on how the Choctaw 
 
7 Mikaëla M. Adams, Who Belongs?: Race, Resources, and Tribal Citizenship in the Native South (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 101. 
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could choose to move forward. These perspectives are most visible when exploring the role of 
the tribal council. This body, made up of many knowledgeable Choctaw men and women, was 
unable to leverage their Choctaw character into meaningful and lasting change for the tribe.  
The missing variable that made the “Choctaw Miracle” work was not a strong leader with 
unique skills like Phillip Martin, nor was it some ill-defined indigenous personality trait shared 
by tribal members. The third character in this narrative of Choctaw education was their 
homeland, Mississippi. The state itself is as much an active player in events on the ground as any 
individual person or entity. The fractious history of the place and the people’s relationship with it 
forms how the discussion surrounding education generally and Choctaw education in particular, 
is presented in the historical discourse. Neil McMillen, in his monograph on the operation of Jim 
Crow legislation in Mississippi, fills out the personality of Mississippi. McMillen shows in Dark 
Journey that the bifurcation of Mississippian society was inextricably linked with Jim Crow 
policies that conserved the states limited resources for the White minority. This concentration of 
white fiscal and political security was most evident in the state’s few urban centers, but the 
ideology of white supremacy was a statewide phenomenon even without the accompanying 
financial privileges being white entailed.8 Many of the popular historiographical trends 
surrounding Jim Crow, White supremacy, or the Civil Rights collective are complicated by the 
presence of the MBCI, a separate racial category and sovereign entity within the state’s borders. 
On the one hand are ample descriptions of unmitigated racial violence between the dominant 
white culture and the oppressed black culture. On the other hand, the presence of Black, White, 
and Indian communities interacting in Neshoba county calls into question the efficacy of the 
 
8 Neil R. McMillen, Dark Journey: Black Mississippians in the age of Jim Crow (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1989), 57-60. 
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racial binary system that dominates mainstream academics’ historical conceptions of 
Mississippi.9 A historical complication has been raised as to whether the special status of the 
MBCI elevated their existence above that of local blacks in Neshoba County, and that 
government’s refusal to support black Mississippians made their existence that more precarious 
than that of the Choctaws.10 As seen in other work about American Indians in this time period, 
the government’s commitment to tribal sovereignty of the Choctaw did not make their 
experience in the Jim Crow South any better or worse than other racial minorities in the state, it 
simply made it a different experience. The sovereign-to-sovereign relationship of the tribe with 
the federal government had its own unique challenges that other disenfranchised minorities in 
Mississippi did not encounter. Fundamentally, Indians’ presence in southern communities 
complicates the Jim Crow model because it reveals the weaknesses inherent in the policy. The 
main weakness was that segregation as an artificial construct is only as effective as individual’s 
willingness to adhere to the law. For Choctaw this meant that they saw themselves not as 
“colored” but as a distinct racial group whose position within Mississippi society was not clearly 
articulated in law or daily practice.11 Additionally, Indians had to grapple with more existential 
 
9 Claudio Saunt, Black, White, and Indian: Race and the Unmaking of an American Family (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 12-13. Saunt goes much farther than simply acknowledging the presence of Indians 
alongside whites and blacks in southern society. His aim trends in the direction of deconstructing genealogical 
trends that have become dominant in southern society amongst both white and black citizens. My inclusion of his 
work is only to undergird the argument that Choctaw in Mississippi complicates the black and white divide that Jim 
Crow sought to clarify in its legislation.  
10 Brooks, James F. "Confounding the Color Line: Indian-Black Relations in Historical and Anthropological 
Perspective." American Indian Quarterly, vol. 22, no. 1/2, 1998, pp. 125-33, www.jstor.org/stable/1185113. This 
article regards specific relationship complications of race and identity for the Southern Ute tribe. National Museum 
of the American Indian. “Finding Common Ground” (video of lecture, Thursday, February 18, 2018, National 
Museum of the American Indian), accessed April 1, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLS6nSmuURFJAOK2jSzg3SLC1eGnfzRuHL.  
11 Malinda M. Lowery, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, Identity, and the Making of a Nation (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 2. Lowery’s description of Pembroke, NC mirrors that of 
Philadelphia, MS in several aspects, most prevalent of which is the reluctance of both groups to identify with 
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questions regarding their specific place within the context of Jim Crow. The Choctaw possessed 
the “double consciousness” like many Indian tribes that made them both insiders and outsiders in 
greater American society.12 The ability of this racially maligned group to use the levers of power 
to force action from state and federal authorities flies in the face of previous academic  
scholarship depicting passive victimhood and the alienation of Indians from political action, and 
instead reinforces the agency of the Choctaw tribal council as a coherent political body. The idea 
of agency as a universally accessible tool for minority communities could raise new research 
questions in future scholarship about how other minority groups like Black, Latino, and Chinese 
residents navigated the segregationist policies in Mississippi and why their attempts garnered 
more criticism than the experience of the MBCI.13  
At the federal level, the policy regarding the government and their interactions with 
recognized tribes was in flux from 1945-1964, switching between three separate eras of federal 
Indian policy.14 The role of the BIA throughout this period was also evolving; from fostering 
Indian self-government to retreating from their oversight obligation before reversing again in the 
self-determination era.15  Osburn’s narrative makes use of these policy eras to undergird her 
argument for Choctaw reasserting tribal identity in the decades after their dissolution. Before 
 
African Americans in their communities even at the coast of solidarity on issues of discrimination and racial 
violence. 
12 Malinda M. Lowery, Lumbee Indians, 1-3.  
13 McMillen, Dark Journey, 74-75. See also Bow, Leslie. "Racial Interstitially and the Anxieties of the 'Partly 
Colored': Representations of Asians Under Jim Crow." Journal of Asian American Studies 10, no. 1 (02, 2007): 1-
30  
14 Vine Deloria Jr., ed., American Indian Policy in the Twentieth Century (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma, 
1985), 2-5. 
15 Deloria Jr., American Indian, 8. 
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recognition, the Indian New Deal legislation led to the Reorganization Period (1932-45).16 The 
period During this policy phase, Choctaw were the recipients of federal aid through the agency 
office and the structure of the MBCI communities began to take shape as Choctaw individuals 
began to congregate around housing projects built for them by the BIA. It was during this change 
in federal policy that Adams introduces the pre-recognition Choctaw government and their 
decisions on who to include on the final rolls they submitted to the BIA.17  
It was during this policy shift that the Choctaw ratified their constitutional by-laws and 
reentered a sovereign-to-sovereign status with the United States on April 20th, 1945. This event 
has been largely attributed to the establishment of Indian self-government common during the 
Reorganization period. The path towards federal recognition had been in the works since the 
initial congressional hearings into the living conditions of the Mississippi Choctaw in late 
nineteenth-early twentieth centuries.18 The overriding factor in why the MBCI was recognized in 
1945 was as compensation for Choctaw service in World War II, and the distinction of Indian 
veterans in their wartime roles.19 The convergence of the end of the war along with the policy 
platform of the BIA during the Choctaw push for recognition pushed their application through 
the approval process. Also, of particular note was the demonstration that the Mississippi 
Choctaw were a distinct homogenous racial group. As was mentioned earlier, this was a political 
 
16 For an excellent analysis of the Indian Reorganization Act and the major players and policies of the legislation, 
see Vine Deloria Jr.’s The Indian Reorganization Act: Congresses and Bills, University of Oklahoma Press, 2002. 
17 Adams, Who Belongs?, 96. To complete their recognition application, the Choctaw were directed to submit a final 
roll of members for authentication by BIA officials. This was the precipitating factor that pushed the tribe to 
disassociate afro-Choctaw members to preserve a phenotypic image that the tribal leadership believed would be 
more successful in their pending application. In most instances, these deletions were of certain communities that 
shared ties with both Choctaw and Black residents, as Jim Crow legislation did not have specific prohibitions on 
minorities mixing.  
18 Osburn, Choctaw Resurgence, 59-61. 
19 Ibid, 129. 
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calculation on the part of Choctaw leadership to disenroll members who did not conform with 
the BIA’s definition of “Indian” characteristics.20      
The effect of federal recognition on a tribal community cannot be overemphasized. 
Before, the Choctaw agency existed merely as an extension of subservience under the oversight 
of the BIA. Choctaw leaders exercised no executive authority over decisions made on their 
behalf. The tribe held no lands in fee simple and collected no profits from their assets (whether 
lumber, mineral, etc.).21 Choctaw held no rights over their sacred sites and their communities 
existed largely as a “patchwork” of oases in a desert of white domination. What recognition 
bestowed upon the Choctaw, even theoretically, was hope. Leaders did not suddenly become an 
absolute authority over tribal administration. Those who lived under the sharecropping economic 
system before recognition did not miraculously acquire the means to satisfy their contracts. 
Federal funds to charter programs like the independent Choctaw Central School District did not 
simultaneously materialize. The difference between the Choctaws’ existence as wards under the 
agency system and their self-regulation as an independent state was more in the way of 
possibilities than realities. While nothing changed overnight for the Choctaw concretely, many of 
the perceptual barriers to self-rule had become surmountable because Choctaw leadership finally 
had the legal jurisdiction to contract directly through the administrative leadership of the BIA, 
instead of being screened from direct communication by their local agency office in 
 
20 Adams, Who Belongs?, 94-96. 
21 The Choctaw Agency measuring approximately 18,000 acres was held in trust by the provisions of the 1934 
Indian Reorganization Act. All economic activity on these trust lands was under the management of the DNR or 
U.S. Forestry Service. These provisions held even after federal recognition due to the trust responsibility included in 
the BIA’s mandate. It was only through litigation allowing tribal workers, tribal oversight of government agency 
management and eventually outright transfer of these responsibilities in the late 1960s that thes assets would be 
totally controlled by the tribe. Even so, access to the profits of these assets was possible through official request to 
the BIA Agency director. 
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Philadelphia. More importantly, the presence of a tribal constitution laid out concrete processes 
for tribal members to navigate their day-to-day lives. As a means for education, the Choctaw 
could finally have an agenda that they could agree on, not one that was imposed upon them. 
What was necessary after recognition was a political body that could provide such leadership for 
the tribe during a period of retreat by the federal government from their previous position of aid 
and support.  
After recognition, the federal government began a slow pivot towards termination of the 
sovereign-to-sovereign relationship between themselves and the federally recognized tribes. The 
Termination era (1945-1968)22 was attempted by slowly reducing federal funding for many 
government assistance programs including the Indian School Service which operated under the 
authority of the BIA.23 The hope was that tribal governments could be encouraged to develop 
their own domestic infrastructures and that they would no longer need financial services from the 
federal government. Consequently, the government would no longer need to administer Indians, 
and the relationship between the two entities could be dissolved. The language of this period was 
couched in terms like “self-sufficiency” and “economic independence,” and agency office 
commissioners were instructed to wind down tribal assistance.24 For the Choctaw, the federal 
government began its policy shift as the tribe was establishing itself. The change in policy led to 
an unusual mix of BIA endorsement of developing tribal economy while withholding the 
investment to do so. 
 
22 For a more thorough examination of Termination politics, see Donald L. Fixico, Termination and Relocation: 
Federal Indian Policy 1945-1960 (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 1990). 
23 Ibid, 122.  
24 Deloria Jr., American Indian, 282. 
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It was under this policy framework that the MBCI completed its high school and thus 
solidified the Choctaw Central School District. The period was characterized by a significant 
course change regarding the relationship between tribes and the government. The BIA dictated 
the administration of tribal government through its agency office system but instead relied on the 
tribe to make decisions about how federal funds should be used within each tribal community. 
The policy changes left tribes with the potential for a strong leadership system a decided 
advantage in the administration of their own affairs. The MBCI under the leadership of Martin 
took the opportunity to develop a sustainable tribal economy and invested in the long-proposed 
school system with administration directly from the tribal government. These changes in federal 
policy were often expressed in Choctaw interactions with Washington bureaucrats and the local 
BIA agency, oscillating between paternalistic chiding and outright apathy. Agent Vance, in his 
correspondence with his Washington superiors over Choctaw access to oil and mineral reserves 
remarked, “They [The Tribal Council] won’t touch a cent until they have a signed an expenditure 
plan, these profits are our responsibility to manage until they can manage them themselves.”25 
One the subject of schools, Vance seemed non-committal. He frequently promised to raise the 
issue with the BIA commissioner in Washington, but there is no record that such an exchange 
ever took place. The reasoning for this is unclear, either because Vance usually spoke on matters 
affecting government interests in and around the reservation, or because the politics of 
Termination dictated that the BIA should not increase its obligation to fund tribal education. The 
struggle for the Choctaw, and the tribal council specifically, was to weather these policy 
decisions and continue to make positive steps towards the proposed Choctaw school district with 
or without help from the BIA and its representatives. These “positive steps” would have to begin 
 
25 Paul Vance, Letter to BIA Commissioner, 1953. BIA Philadelphia Field Office correspondence.  
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with recognizing the legacy of Indian education under the American educational system, and 
what kind of education Choctaw needed for their own communities.  
Tribal education has a dark legacy and attempts over time to change educational 
outcomes has met with stiff resistance. Since the establishment of specialized schools to help 
Indigenous children “integrate” into society, there has been a push from some in the Indian 
community to abandon education.26 This thought process is based on the negative experiences of 
Indian children at the hands of white teachers and administrators, whether government or private 
interest. The scholarship surrounding the phenomenon of “Indian schools” and contemporary 
feelings about education almost universally agrees that the legacy of mistrust for educators, even 
among tribal members themselves, has seriously impeded Native Americans from developing 
skills needed to participate in a modern economy.27 The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians 
(MBCI) are no different. Starting well before the creation of a federally-recognized Choctaw 
government in the state of Mississippi, the Choctaw appreciated the value a robust education 
offers its citizens. Notable leaders, even as far back as the Removal Era, were educated in Euro-
American language and values and used this knowledge for the betterment of their people.28 
Conversely, Choctaw were acutely aware of the potential harm such education could visit on 
their traditional lifeways and the Choctaw language. Much like the infamous Carlisle School of 
Pennsylvania, a generation of Choctaw children found themselves in similar boarding schools 
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throughout the South.29 Faced with the prospect of education administered with religious and 
American values at their core, rather than a curriculum built upon Choctaw language and custom, 
many families chose not to educate their children at all.30   
The history of Western education among the Choctaw people predates the removal 
period. Beginning as early as the 1810s, Mingos (hereditary Choctaw chiefs and clan leaders) 
would send their children to private religious schools run by the Jesuits to learn English and 
western customs.31 Western schooling provided the tribe with young men who could act as 
interpreters between the US government and the Choctaw. The arrangement had the added bonus 
of allowing English-speaking Choctaws to engage in business with local whites, specifically in 
the growing cattle trade in the years leading up to removal.32 Some of the most influential figures 
in Choctaw tribal history like Pushmataha, Peter Pitchlynn, and Greenwood Leflore33 had some 
exposure to the western educational model and English instruction. Pitchlynn in particular, used 
his proficiency in English to become a great statesman for the Choctaw after they migrated to 
Oklahoma. Leflore, who also attended a Jesuit school in Tennessee, became a state 
representative in Mississippi.34 The schools that educated Choctaw leaders and their children 
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were derived from a religious model with the intent to westernize Native Americans through 
instruction in the English language, coupled with religious education (Catholic or Protestant), 
and proper American behavioral values.35 To the extent that these schools operated in that 
capacity, they were successful. Choctaw children who attended these institutions did adopt some 
western practices in their dealings with those outside the tribe, specifically regarding their 
religious beliefs. However, the small number of those children exposed ensured that, although 
some leaders and influential members may have held western-centric beliefs, their influence 
would be diminished by the larger number of Choctaw children who did not receive western 
schooling.36  
Limited schooling in western institutions continued through Removal and into the 
twentieth century. As the number of religious private schools and designated “Indian schools” 
decreased, the segment of the Choctaw population that attended such schools also declined. The 
most notable example of the Indian boarding school model in Mississippi in the early twentieth 
century was the French Camp Academy in Ackerman, Mississippi. The school had been founded 
by Greenwood Leflore as an instructional facility to educate those Indian and white children who 
lived within the vicinity.37 Leflore was a signatory to the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek that 
ceded the western Choctaw holdings for land in Indian Country.38Ackerman is approximately 
eighty miles from the tribal headquarters in Pearl River, so it is fairly accessible as an education 
option for Mississippi Choctaw. Its masthead also designated the school as principally engaged 
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in the field of Native education. Although its methods to achieve English fluency, religious zeal, 
or western values of self-dependence are not known to have been harmful to individual students 
the way many boarding schools had been, the religious model was still problematic for the tribe. 
Mississippi Choctaw are predominantly Christian, but the social organization of the tribe did not 
encourage education in a religious boarding school setting.39 When Philip Martin attended school 
at the BIA school in Cherokee, North Carolina he recalled often being in an unfamiliar setting 
despite his relative success in the program. This sentiment was shared by other Mississippi 
Choctaw who preferred to stay close to their tribal communities for educational, vocational, and 
social needs. The MBCI was hampered several times in providing jobs for tribal members 
because the commute between their home community and the employment opportunities was 
deemed too great.40 It follows, then, that when Mississippi Choctaw were given opportunities for 
education it was largely underutilized. The comparison between the commute for work and 
education is derived from Mississippi Choctaw’s reticence to travel far from their home 
communities and into predominantly white areas where the potential for danger was higher.41 
When the Choctaw moved to Oklahoma in the 1830s during the Indian Removal period, 
the tribe experimented with their own autonomous school system. Although there was no 
systematic approach to education in the pre-Removal tribe, the rise of forced enrollment of 
Choctaws into the BIA school system propelled the Choctaw nation to consider the 
implementation of such a program.42 In the twentieth century, the Choctaw Nation created a 
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reservation-based school system that attended to Choctaw needs for language and cultural skills, 
in the local community if not directly in the classroom. The Choctaw Nation was the largest 
concentration of tribal members in the country, and their limited access to government funding 
was the most readily available education option for those Choctaw who still lived in Mississippi. 
The Nation extended the opportunity to enroll to as many children from the MBCI as possible if 
they could make the trip to Oklahoma.43 While an education through the Choctaw Nation could 
have provided a significant advantage to Mississippi Choctaw who took it, the offer remained 
largely unfulfilled for several reasons. The cost of getting to Oklahoma from east Mississippi 
was prohibitively expensive for most Choctaw. The typical Choctaw was either a sharecropper or 
an unskilled laborer whose income could not have afforded the bus fare for such a trip.44 There 
was also a steep cost to board a student on the reservation. Those children who did go to 
Oklahoma were usually placed with a family in the community who could see to feeding and 
sheltering the student, and they needed to be compensated by the student’s family for such 
expenditures. There was no federal funding for MBCI to attend school in Oklahoma. Mississippi 
Choctaw were considered a separate tribe from the Choctaw Nation in Oklahoma and as such 
were only eligible for educational vouchers that could be used to subsidize some of their 
expenses. Even after Federal Recognition, the MBCI was considered a separate entity from the 
Choctaw Nation and even if the two governments had wanted to pool resources to create such a 
program, the BIA would not have allowed for federal education dollars to be allocated to the 
tribes for that purpose.  
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At the core of the proposed Choctaw schooling program was the pursuit of self-
determination in terms of academic and cultural diversification. The benefits of the agenda were 
as practical as they were idealistic. In order to give Choctaw children better options than BIA-
sponsored schools, private religious schools, or distant “Indian-run” schools, the tribe envisioned 
a comprehensive program that would span from early education through the secondary level. The 
tribe required a strong daycare or extended day program that would begin to acclimate children 
to the academic structure at an early age and instill behavioral and social norms that the Choctaw 
prized.45 Chief among these was a respect for elders and independent thought. Reverence for 
elder tribal members was a cultural tradition in Choctaw society, and lent itself to respect for 
instructors and administration officials. Promoting an independent streak in students seemed to 
be at odds with instilling respect for authority figures, but the goal of this initiative had a 
practical aspect that tribal members sorely needed. If the tribe could successfully imbue students 
with the personal tools to succeed at life, the tribal members would be more likely to financially 
support themselves and their dependents.46  
Starting Choctaw children off on this path began with a firm foundation in the Choctaw 
language. The Choctaw language’s prevalence among its members had always been relatively 
high. Unlike some other tribes in the southeast, for whom schooling efforts by the federal 
government and private interests had begun much earlier, the Mississippi Choctaw had persisted 
in a state of isolation for most of the nineteenth century. As late as 1955, there were still a 
 
45 Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians, Alla Chopinta Akosk Ummona (Choctaw Conference on Early Childhood 
Development), MBCI, (1951), Tribal Archives.   
46 Phillip Martin, Chief: The Autobiography of Chief Phillip Martin, Longtime Tribal Leader, Mississippi Band of 
Choctaw Indians, comp. Lynne Jeter and Kendall Blanchard (Brandon, MS: Quail Ridge Press, 2009), 101. 
22 
significant number of Choctaw families for whom English was wholly unintelligible.47 While a 
lack of English literacy meant there was less danger of the language’s elimination from its pre-
eminent role within tribal society, it did not mean that the language was unworthy of special 
measures to protect its place in intratribal communication. Because English was the language of 
business in the region and the language through which the tribe corresponded with the federal 
government, there was increasing pressure to conduct official tribal business and internal 
communiques using English instead of Choctaw. An unintended consequence of pivoting tribal 
communication to English was that Choctaw began to be associate themselves and their culture 
with backwards living, a relic of a generational attitude that was not conducive with tribal 
progress. Young Choctaw men and women were less likely to use their language in conversation 
with one another, opting instead to rely on English for most interactions.48 They deployed 
Choctaw only when they sought to speak with one another amongst those whites whom they 
wished to exclude from their communication, and in their dealings with elders in the tribe. The 
social attitude towards more western-centric communication was a noticeable trend, and it 
troubled young leaders like future tribal chairman Philip Martin. Martin admits that though he 
initially believed that his future laid away from Mississippi and the reservation, he was plagued 
with guilt about what would happen if things remained constant: “Things had to change, the tribe 
was going nowhere, and people were not excited about the future.”49 Part of this change would 
include preserving the Choctaw language, but making its preservation a point of pride for the 
tribe rather than a hinderance to its progress. The value of language was linked with other 
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expressions of Chahta Immi,50 lifeways of the Choctaw people, and needed a special emphasis in 
any school system run by Choctaw, for Choctaw.  
An education that addressed both the academic and cultural needs of a Choctaw 
curriculum would need to address material culture as a part of reaffirming their tribal identity. As 
language was seen as less and less important by the generation that came of age after Federal 
Recognition, so too did other cultural expressions that had at one time been indispensable to 
Choctaw identity. Traditional dress, consisting of handmade full-length skirts and bodice for 
women and open collar shirts for men, had become less fashionable for working off the 
reservation and in the light of new popular American fashion trends.51 Stickball, or Ishtaboli, the 
traditional game of the Choctaw, was surpassed by baseball and basketball as the preferred sport 
of many young men both on and off the reservation. Philip Martin mentions as much, claiming 
that he spent most of his free time playing basketball in his home community of Tucker and that 
stickball games occurred infrequently unless there was a special occasion.52 Traditional 
beadwork and basket-weaving were also changing, as BIA officials encouraged Choctaw artisans 
to make their wares a commercial enterprise and encourage tourism.53 This was largely as a 
response to BIA agency officials encouraging Choctaws to make use of the Indian Arts and 
Crafts Board (IACB) created as part of the larger IRA legislation of the mid-1930s. These 
challenges to traditional Choctaw society produced two general responses. Those of the pre-
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recognition generation were greatly alarmed that federal assistance was coming at the price of 
their heritage, while those of the younger generation were indifferent, more concerned with the 
crippling poverty and lack of opportunity available either on the reservation or in the local 
community.54 What was not in dispute was that the traditional expressions of the Choctaw 
culture would need to be protected and nurtured if they were going to continue into future 
generations. The tribal council passed multiple declarations calling for, “preservation of the old 
ways for those who come after to cherish.”55 The tribal council was comprised of individuals of 
this pre-recognition generation, and their alarm over the developments prompted them to include 
cultural practices as a relevant component of any comprehensive Choctaw education curriculum. 
They had seen this deterioration firsthand in their own communities and they needed a plan to 
bolster these traditions and their sense of tribal cohesion. Tribal cohesion was made harder, 
however, by the nature of how Choctaw communities were organized and the spatial realities of 
their lives.  
The distance between the communities that comprise the Choctaw reservation is 
considerable and also proved to be an early obstacle for educational administration for tribal 
members. It is about one hundred miles between the highest population center of Pearl River and 
the smallest in Bok Homa.56 Most of the MBCI’s eight communities are located within thirty 
miles of Philadelphia, MS. In the years following their recognition, travel between these 
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communities was extremely difficult. Most Choctaw did not own vehicles or horse and carriages 
to get them to and from their destination, resorting instead to hitchhiking when they needed to go 
somewhere far away from their homes.57 Therefore, most Choctaw did not hold jobs far from 
their home communities or associate with tribal members from other communities except during 
special occasions. While the propensity to remain close to tribal communities had been a fact of 
life before federal recognition, the tribal council knew that this issue had to be addressed for the 
MBCI to enjoy any meaningful economic or educational progress. To the council, the key to 
economic progress on the order they were seeking was directly tied to making education 
available to as many tribal members as possible. The larger communities like Tucker and Pearl 
River had BIA schools for children to attend up until the sixth grade but lacked secondary 
education facilities for students who wished to complete their formal schooling. The council was 
likely concerned that communities that were themselves surrounded by white and black 
neighbors throughout East Mississippi were losing their distinctive Choctaw identity. Some 
Choctaw, like Philip Martin’s parents, considered moving off the reservation into the local 
community for jobs and better housing options.58 If this trend continued, Choctaw could be 
further separated from what little government assistance was available. Also, moving off the 
reservation could ultimately result in disenrollment from the tribe itself.59 These circumstances 
left Choctaw with a serious choice regarding their education and their self-autonomy: they could 
try and assimilate as best they could into mixed ethnicity areas in the outskirts of Philadelphia 
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and Neshoba County, or they could double down on their tradition of family and community 
cohesion on their own community education system.  
To stem this tide of dispersion and increase local investment in the community, the 
Choctaw needed something to serve as a symbolic “heart” for their communities. Places where 
Choctaw could express their cultural heritage in a safe, inclusive setting. The tribal council 
concluded that by creating a primary school in all eight Choctaw communities they could attend 
to the needs of their members who lived further from the tribal headquarters and the BIA 
schools, and build a support network in each community at the same time. Local access was a 
large part of the education agenda for the MBCI, but it was not the sole aim. More than personal 
enrichment, Choctaw sought, through education, the tools to become higher wage earners and 
more independent members of their society. This would in turn promote the principles of self-
determination the Choctaw tribal council had hoped to instill in their membership. The tribe was 
well aware that they were not on the right economic path to implementing their desired goals, 
that they needed to merge onto a more direct route to get them on track.  
Instilling a relationship with their homeland as inseparable from group identity was an 
educational imperative made more difficult by the circumstances of daily life and agricultural 
production. Choctaw society may have been fundamentally tied to the land as a matter of 
personal comfort and a sense of belonging, but all tribal members knew that their future would 
not be realized by continuing their reliance on agriculture. The land typically occupied by 
Choctaw sharecroppers was unsuitable for any sustained production of commodity crops like 
cotton or soybeans.60 The white, porous limestone that typifies the soil in Neshoba county 
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contains low nutrient levels.61 Compounding the natural conditions of the area, Choctaw 
sharecroppers were usually given the least productive, least level plots of land to work. This 
combination dramatically reduced crop yield over time and prohibited Choctaw farmers from 
making significant profits on their harvests. The price of cotton had collapsed following the Civil 
War and bottomed out again during the 1930s. Prices would not surpass the thirty cent per pound 
mark until 1946.62 These factors played a pivotal role in convincing Choctaw farmers that 
agriculture was not a viable long-term profession. The highest paying, most coveted job for most 
Choctaw workers was a position with the BIA. The agency had historically provided jobs to 
Indian people working with their tribes in other locations and served as the only real avenue to 
anything approaching a professional career. However, the Philadelphia office was administered 
almost exclusively by white workers, and seldom had any positions outside of custodial services 
for Choctaw applicants.63 Thus many Choctaw were unemployed and highly dependent on 
federal assistance for their basic necessities. All of these problems were major obstacles to 
Choctaw self-determination, and at their root cause was how the BIA, the state Superintendent, 
and the local forces in Philadelphia and Neshoba County paid little attention to Choctaw 
education, and often sought to block the Choctaws’ own efforts. 
 The tribal council was aware of this situation and knew that education was a prerequisite 
for any solution. At the most basic level, an education could provide the English reading and 
writing skills to make Choctaw workers eligible for careers with the BIA. Beyond that, education 
carried with it the means to become independent tribal members who were less reliant on 
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assistance from the BIA. With a proper understanding of mathematics, Choctaw could see when 
the terms of a bank loan were likely to be unfair to their interests. Likewise, with reading 
comprehension, Choctaw could comprehend the terms of their sharecropping contracts. Fluency 
in English could allow some Choctaw to operate small private businesses like grocery stores and 
lunch counters for other tribal members or the local non-Choctaw community. This level of 
potential independence resulting from a good education was seen by the tribal council as the first 
step to reversing the historic position of the Choctaw near the bottom of Mississippi society.64  
The MBCI had its own set of internal obstacles to realize their goal for an autonomous 
school district. When the tribe gained federal recognition in April 1945, their financial position 
was not sustainable. The BIA office in Philadelphia had control over the tribe in much the same 
way that it did prior to recognition. From 1917 to 1934, the BIA had operated an agency office 
that distributed limited aid to Mississippi Choctaw.65 This office grew after 1934 when areas that 
would become MBCI communities were bought up by the BIA and sparsely furnished with roads 
and housing for a few hundred people. At this time the BIA directed all aspects of life over those 
Choctaw that would come to constitute the MBCI, including how funding was allocated to meet 
the needs of the tribe. The federal government invested in timberland and placed the acreage 
under the protection of the tribal trust land designation, preventing the early MBCI government 
from fully directing how the land would be managed. The conservation of this timber was 
administered by the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) through state commissioners and 
did not create significant jobs for Choctaw workers. These timber resources constituted the 
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largest single source of revenue for the tribe from 1945 through 1955 and made up about eighty 
percent of the yearly operating budget.66  
The tribe’s reliance on timber as a disproportionate source of wealth generation was not 
their only problem, it was not even their largest problem. The MBCI had a difficult time securing 
a creditor for their investment agenda, and those who did make offers had unprofitable rates for 
the tribe. Before federal recognition, the government had underwritten all construction costs and 
investments using government credit. As a new sovereign entity, the MBCI had no credit history, 
and no means of soliciting a competitive line of credit from any lending institution outside of the 
region. The total value of tribal assets was estimated at $500,000 in 1955.67 The lack of funds 
meant that the tribe could not heavily invest in the construction of a unified school district in 
their communities, or the staff to administer such a system. The Choctaw were lacking the fuel to 
spur economic progress towards their objectives.   
The MBCI was also burdened with convincing much of their membership that such 
expenses for education were justified. The Choctaw labor force that did eke out a living in the 
sharecropper system was not amenable to the idea of education imposed by the BIA system 
generally, let alone a system that Choctaw had to pay for.  General negativity pervaded many 
communities about the merits of an autonomous school system and many adults in the tribe 
openly criticized the tribal council for trumpeting information they saw, as unnecessary and 
antithetical to Choctaw culture.68 Negative attitudes towards the merits of education was not a 
uniquely Choctaw phenomenon. Native American sentiment regarding the value of education 
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was extremely low in the middle decades of the twentieth century, mostly due to the BIA and 
their educational curriculum. The administered school systems under their authority systemically 
stifled the use of indigenous language between tribal members, and actively suppressed the 
expression of cultural behaviors in almost all circumstances. The effective ban on 
communication using tribal language caused Native individuals and tribes more generally to 
regard the BIA and education, which was largely provided under their auspices, as an effective 
death sentence for tribal survival. To the extent that these sentiments specifically influenced their 
actions, Choctaw opinion was more closely tied to the general opinion of education in the region.  
East Mississippi generally is tied with the Mississippi Delta in lack of educational and 
employment opportunities for citizens of any race. The resources that had generated enormous 
wealth for the regions in the past; cotton from the delta and lumber from the white clay of East 
Mississippi no longer commanded the same market price and the two regions were highly 
impoverished even among their own racial demographics in other parts of the state. Mississippi 
as a state consistently ranked at the bottom in terms of literacy, maximum education level as a 
percentage of population and national testing every year from 1933 to 1959.69 Neshoba county 
was even worse than the state average, with a dropout rate at over forty percent.70 Blacks were 
unlikely to receive even a grammar school education and all races were affected by the rural 
cyclical nature of cotton planting and harvests in the spring and fall. It would not be an 
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understatement to say that education in Neshoba County, if not the state as a whole was an 
afterthought.71  
Mississippi Choctaw, while distinctive in their behavior and the construction of their 
societies, shared many similarities with their white and black neighbors. Despite their isolation 
from many of the other ethnic communities in their region, they nonetheless adopted similar 
thought patterns that were characteristic of the rural South in terms of education. The general 
lack of economic vitality in East Mississippi drove many of all races to conclude that the value 
of education in elevating one’s socioeconomic status was negligible at best.72 Choctaw 
themselves lived with an added complication in terms of making their school system feasible: the 
decentralized nature of their community organization. As mentioned previously, the Choctaw 
reservation system’s distant communities functioned much the same way as their ancient 
ancestors operated; loosely affiliated villages with a common language and set of social 
behaviors. The difference between Choctaw communities before and after removal was the size 
of their territorial holdings and their encirclement by whites.73 Choctaw communities within the 
landscape of Mississippi after recognition looked much like a patchwork quilt. Due to their 
history of displacement within their homeland, they were unable to retain land that allowed them 
to operate a centralized reservation like many tribes outside of the American South. Those in the 
South, and specifically the Mississippi Choctaw, had their reservation lands acquired for them 
through government acquisitions, and thus unconnected parcels of land were granted over time. 
MBCI members even left these government constructed enclaves and ventured into Meridian, 
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Gulfport, Jackson, and other cities to seek better employment prospects.74  The nature of this 
organization system was problematic for implementing the Choctaw Central school district. 
To be effective, the MBCI would need to construct a primary school in each of the 
Choctaw communities.75 Beyond that, the council suggested that the middle and secondary 
facilities be located centrally at the Pearl River location.76 The dispersion of tribal members 
meant that the MBCI would also need to invest in a busing system to bring students from their 
home communities to Pearl River which could be as far as 30 miles from the school. The 
distance was equivalent to the busing operation in Neshoba County and other rural schools in 
East Mississippi, but their busing system would have to be paid for without the benefit of federal 
tax dollars to subsidize such expenses. To potentially defray the costs of busing or help in other 
aspects of the project, the tribe looked to Neshoba County, the state of Mississippi, and the BIA 
to support their plan. 
The BIA, unlike the local or state governments, was under a mandate from the federal 
government to assist the tribe in establishing a system of education that satisfied their unique 
cultural needs.77 The BIA did operate schools that specifically serviced Choctaw students and 
some of them were in tribal communities. Where these schools fell short was in their 
administration and their curriculum. The BIA was not an education agency, nor did it have any 
meaningful relationship with the Department of Education. As such, its curriculum structure was 
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not progressive and instead generally focused on providing education in name only. The learning 
outcomes were not tailored to fit the goals of the Mississippi Choctaw. The agency office was 
simply dispensing with its minimum duties as outlined to it by the Commissioner of the BIA. 
The staffing of these BIA schools was likewise not in keeping with the Choctaw goals for their 
education program. Employment in these schools, like virtually all jobs at the agency office, was 
designated for whites.78 While white educators do not automatically pose a problem for tribal 
education, their lack of training in specific aspects of Choctaw culture put them at a tremendous 
disadvantage in properly engaging their students. As a young child, Philip Martin said that he 
was not personally invested in his education and that “the teachers didn’t seem to care about us 
or if we even showed up or not.”79 Apathy on the part of instructors was also inherent regarding 
how the Choctaw language could be incorporated in the classroom. Though the Philadelphia 
office provided oversight for these BIA schools and was aware of the important role language 
provided in cementing Chahta Immi, they made no recommendations regarding indigenous 
language instruction alongside the normal English reading and writing curriculum. The decision 
to favor a western curriculum model was made despite multiple calls from the MBCI tribal 
council to include such measures in the lesson plan.80 In many ways, the BIA seemed unwilling 
to seriously consider and implement the resolutions of the tribal council because they still saw 
themselves in the same stewardship role they had performed before federal recognition.  
From the very first meeting of the tribal council in 1945, creating a school system for 
Choctaw youth was a top priority. It was the first item called for by the council during their 
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round table discussion of tribal problems.81 The council knew that it had to begin the school 
district plan with a strong primary school program. The superintendent of the Philadelphia 
agency office, Archie McMullen, was present at these early meetings to appraise the council on 
what resources the BIA could commit to helping the tribe solve their problems. His 
recommendation regarding how best to begin the process of building their school system was to 
bring the existing BIA schools in Pearl River and Tucker to full enrollment.82 Between 1945 and 
the next council meeting in 1946, the tribe had fulfilled its obligation by filling the existing 
schools to capacity. There was evidently some consternation among the members at the 1946 
meeting that the reservation schools in place were becoming overcrowded and that the 
construction of new facilities was not feasible based on the size of the campuses.83 By 1947, 
eight primary schools were built, though the staffing of these schools consisted of a single white 
BIA teacher per school. The schools took students from all primary age groups but did not have a 
structured system (K-6) due to lack of staff and students. Fights were rampant among the 
students and little learning was accomplished. Council members attested during the April 1947 
meeting that instructors did not keep enough watch over students to prevent these incidents.84 In 
the years between 1948 and 1953 the status quo remained largely unchanged. BIA-operated 
schools continued to hold steady enrollment numbers, and the tribal council broadened their 
topics of concern to financially driven matters.  
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While the dream of a unified, independent Choctaw school system persisted, it still 
remained a dream. That dream inched closer towards a reality with the instillation of Emmet 
York as Tribal Chairman in 1955. Under his guidance, the tribal council recommitted itself to 
constructing an effective model for Choctaw education in their proposed school system. In 
York’s first meeting as chairman, he spelled out his intention to work on tribal education as his 
top priority: “The future of this tribe is in the children. How can we fix any of our problems 
when the kids won’t go to school? We need to have a system in place to keep our kids here for 
their education so they don’t have to go elsewhere to get it.”85 It is interesting to note York’s 
motivation for moving decisively on Choctaw education. His two sons had been educated up 
until middle school through the BIA system in Mississippi, but they had to board at Indian 
Schools in Kansas and Oklahoma to get their high school diplomas.86 These facts may have 
weighed on York as he directed the council and lobbied Agent Vance for a tribally-administered 
high school. The education subcommittee, that met quarterly between recesses in the general 
council meetings, drafted a set of learning outcomes that balanced the desires of tribal members 
who sought to provide tools for workplace advancement, and the concerns of elders who worried 
about the preservation of Chahta Immi.87  
During the quarterly meetings from 1954-1959, the tribal council and education 
subcommittee drafted the bulk of the language that would become the charter of the Choctaw 
unified school district. More traditional members of the council included provisions for a 
systematic study of Choctaw language to be applied to standardized courses in English grammar 
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and reading comprehension.88 So called “modernist” proponents on the council, including 
eventual tribal chairman Philip Martin, lobbied successfully to provide limited vocational 
training and solid foundations in personal finance.89 “What we need here is a way for our 
members to hold their own when dealing with the whites in town. We all know that they take 
advantage of us because we don’t know anything. I think that our education plan should include 
some training for adults so they can know what’s really going on at the bank and the grocery 
store and not get overcharged anymore.”90 The approach the council settled on to address both 
logistical and cultural concerns in the community received significant skepticism from the BIA 
leadership both in Washington and locally in Philadelphia.  In fact, the agent in charge of the 
Choctaw in Mississippi, Paul Vance, seemed outright dismissive. Meeting minutes from 1957 
quote Mr. Vance as having remarked, “…you ought to spend more of your meeting and 
committee time discussing ways to help your people get jobs to help pay their rents and grocery 
bills.”91 Such paternalism was not new in Philadelphia or elsewhere, but the council maintained a 
unified stance, recognizing that to achieve their goal of a Choctaw school district Agent Vance 
would have to be reassigned.92 His replacement, selected by the BIA in 1962, would be Lonnie 
Hardin.93 
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From 1957 to 1959, the tribal council under chairmen Emmett York began to sink into 
partisan infighting. The original coalition of Joe Chitto’s traditional elders and the more 
progressive wave of members elected to the council had been held together by the promise of the 
ICC claim and the payout they planned on receiving from the court.94 The factions that had once 
held an uneasy coexistence could no longer agree on their policy proposals for the tribe and the 
two sides began to entrench themselves against cooperation towards either’s vision for the future 
of the tribe. Cleddie Bell, one of the most senior members of the council and the first woman to 
be elected rather than replacing a deceased spouse, had harsh words for the opposing sides. “I 
have sat here for a long time and heard you talk. When I first sat here, we talked, then we passed 
a law and moved on to the next item. Now it seems like all we do is talk, we argue over these 
things but we never decide anything.”95 Philip Martin had joined the council as the representative 
from Tucker community at this time, and his contributions towards tribal unity made him a 
popular centrist candidate for the chairmanship in the 1959 tribal elections:  
I never had any intention to run for tribal chairman, I was content to represent Tucker at 
meetings and try to fix things I saw that needed fixing. I was also much younger than 
other members so it seemed disrespectful to try and run the whole council so early in my 
political career. It was the people telling me they needed me that pushed me to do it.96  
 
Completely implementing the education agenda set out by the council would take many 
years, mainly due to internal divisions amongst the members. The council was evenly split over 
the issue of how aggressively the tribe should pursue the principles of Termination put forth by 
the BIA through the Philadelphia agency office. Conservative members of the council feared that 
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too much activism in implementing the proposed educational plan could speed up the BIA’s 
drawdown of tribal assistance programs, while progressive members sought to expedite the 
process of severing ties with the organization and build up autonomous initiatives.97 Some on the 
council, most notably the first tribal chairman Joe Chitto, argued for an aggressive resistance to 
overtures made by the BIA to curtail tribal assistance programs. Joe Chitto chided BIA Agent 
Archie McMullen over what he perceived as abandonment of the Mississippi Choctaw: “We 
have only just started to build our community as a recognized tribe and at every turn you and 
those in Washington tell us to make do with less, that our service budgets are being reduced. 
How are we to become the independent nation you want while you eliminate the programs we 
need till we can build our own.”98 He argued instead that the government relationship with the 
MBCI should remain unchanged, at least until the tribe was further along in its own development 
to survive without the administration of programs provided by the BIA and its subsidiary 
organizations. Chitto was backed by the more conservative members of the council who 
remained skeptical that the tribe could effectively manage its own affairs and were determined to 
protect Choctaw cultural heritage from new policies advocating individual engagement over the 
older Reorganization model. The priorities of the council were most notably demonstrated by 
how the council took up the issue of ICC claims99. 
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The Indian Claims Commission, begun in 1946, was of the utmost importance to the 
tribal council, and was nearly the only business matter taken up during the council meetings that 
year.100 The council under Chitto was adamant that the tribe should put its claim into the court as 
soon as possible and begin soliciting applications from attorneys for this purpose. During a 
special meeting called in 1946, Chitto delivered the ultimatum, “Our job right now is to find a 
lawyer that will work for us in Washington, everything else should wait till we have one.”101  
On the issue of schooling, the council agreed in principle that the current situation was 
undesirable. All could accept that a school system was necessary, but the ultimate goals of the 
program were debated between Chitto and his conservative members and Emmett York and his 
more progressive followers. At the heart of these disagreements was a shift in federal Indian 
policy by the BIA. Chitto and his faction supported continuing to use the BIA as a partner in 
tribal development, slowly chipping away at the goal of autonomous education. York and his 
followers were impatient with federal agendas, they recognized the racial bias of their own 
agency workers preventing their requests from reaching Washington, and they yearned for swift 
action to implement their carefully crafted plan for the school district’s curriculum. The tribal 
members were united with the tribal council in their frustration with the BIA and their local 
agency and staff. They decided to elect a reformist, hoping for change to the tribe’s financial 
troubles. The candidate they selected was Emmett York, the most outspoken proponent of 
progressive reform and a sharp critic of the Termination-era BIA.102 
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After the election of Emmett York as tribal chairman in 1953, the council adopted a new 
approach to governing.  Where before Chitto had leaned on traditional ideas of the proper 
relationship between the MBCI and the BIA, York advocated an approach closer to self-
determination. The council had come to recognize that the federal government was slowly 
reducing the aid they offered to the tribe, and that such trends were occurring nationally 
throughout Indian communities. To counter the drawing down of aid, York suggested the tribe 
use its small capital reserves to invest in local business and infrastructure to prepare themselves 
for the eventual end of federal monies.103 Among the projects planned and implemented, was 
investment in a series of levees and dams throughout the region in a joint venture between the 
US Army Corps of Engineers and state contractors from Mississippi.104 The project gave the 
Choctaw new wells in many communities and supplied a number of old and new housing units 
with indoor plumbing, but it did not provide the level of financial security that had been 
envisioned, narrowly outgaining the tribe’s initial $35,000 investment.105 York had hoped such 
projects would generate the revenue needed to fund the construction of a new high school, 
administered under tribal authority. While York’s financial plan may have foundered, in the 
council meetings from 1954-56 York and his supporters in the education subcommittee 
formulated the goals that would come to form the backbone of the Choctaw Central School 
District. However, the lack of return on investment from the new economic policies made many 
of the council members uneasy with its viability given the failure of the infrastructure project, 
and the subsequent internal divisions prevented further work on implementing the education 
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plan.106 York was stalling out on the path to the high school, and his obstacles to success 
extended far from the tribal council meeting room. 
The reaction to the proposed school district from officials within all levels of government 
was less than encouraging. At a local level, Neshoba county officials bristled at the idea of 
integrating their schools or facilities for Choctaw students, much in the same way they withheld 
educational opportunities to black citizens. Though the financial conditions in the county and 
region were poor, the county did have sufficient resources to provide service for their own 
students. Nonetheless, county officials refused to sell or otherwise make buses available for use 
by the tribe in transporting potential students from the disparate Choctaw communities.107 The 
MBCI was not necessarily looking to integrate their children into the Neshoba school district, but 
it did intend to purchase or utilize the resources that the county made available for their use.108 
The state was likewise unwilling to devote any resources to help the Choctaw to jumpstart their 
education program. Mississippi had a long history of underfunding their education system, 
especially in rural areas.109 Despite this, metropolitan areas like Jackson and Southaven enjoyed 
relatively robust segregated systems on the scale of other suburban population centers in the 
South. Additionally, the wide disparity between white and black education systems and their 
learning outcomes was a clear, concrete example of the ways in which the resources of the state 
were unevenly distributed.110 These two factors made it clear to MBCI leadership that 
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Mississippi would not be an eager partner in their search for comprehensive tribal education.111 
A letter from the Superintendent of Mississippi schools succinctly expressed the state 
government’s position on Choctaw schooling, “In response to your letter requesting assistance 
toward tribal education in Neshoba county, this office would direct you to raise funding concerns 
through the appropriate federal channels. The state board of education is under no obligation to 
provide additional funding.”112 
The local white sentiment regarding the development of a self-administered Choctaw 
school district was mixed. At one level, the white community in Neshoba County invited the 
creation of a segregated Indian school district. They saw the program not as a progressive move 
on the part of tribal government, but as an affirmation of Jim Crow values regarding racial 
separation in schools in the increasingly turbulent years following the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision. Local leaders praised the move for adhering to the state policy of 
segregation. Governor Ross Barnett was pleased with the proposed course of action and 
professed some limited support from the state. In a letter addressed to the tribal council, Barnett 
praised their, “… commitment to the ideals of separatism,” but he stopped short of bankrolling 
the project, “I wish you much luck with the construction, please let me know if you require a 
quote from one of our state contractors.”113  At the same time, white Mississippians protested the 
plan to build Choctaw Central High School. As more and more attention was being paid to the 
state by the federal government and a national audience over civil rights abuses, white citizens 
were concerned that they were being extorted by the tribe during the scrutiny. There was a sense 
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in Neshoba county that Choctaw did not need their own school district and that the idea for the 
new high school was encouraged by the federal government who wished to be rid of providing 
agency schools for the tribe.114 The Neshoba Democrat ran articles to sensationalize the high 
school construction proposition, claiming that the tribe planned to buy land within incorporated 
Philadelphia and build the new school there.115 This proposal had been spearheaded by Martin 
and York as a means of demonstrating the equality of Choctaw students with their white 
counterparts and their ability to interact in an academic setting in a white-dominated town like 
Philadelphia. White residents openly discussed whether agreeing to such a plan would embolden 
the local black population to seek further accommodations for their segregated schools. For some 
locals, caving to any demands for new schools by non-whites could encourage a wave of 
activism, propelled secretly by a government agenda to destabilize southern society and its 
protective mantle of Jim Crow legislation.116 Local news outlets like the Neshoba Democrat 
stoked these flames with incendiary headlines like, “Negros seek to undermine school district, 
seek consideration from the Choctaw plan.”117 Town officials couched their objections to an 
Indian school within the city limits of Philadelphia as a public safety concern. The Neshoba 
Democrat cited an alderman as having remarked, “The safety of Choctaw students cannot be 
guaranteed by this board or the Philadelphia police department; it would be best if the Choctaws 
chose a more appropriate place for their educational experiments where their personal safety 
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might be better maintained.”118 This was not an idle threat, Philip Martin remembered a vivid 
incident in which a Choctaw man was shot and killed in front of the Philadelphia courthouse by a 
non-law enforcement officer.119 It was clear that the time had come for large-scale action, and 
Martin was ready to take the wheel.  
 When Martin assumed the tribal chairmanship, he took decisive action to implement the 
council’s designs for the Choctaw Central High School. Martin knew from his time in the 
military and the private sector, that government (whether federal, state, or local) could not be 
reliably depended on to entirely fund a project, much less one that caters to such a small number 
of people. Martin knew that for Choctaw Central to work, he would need to couch the project as 
in the best interest of each party individually. This meant playing some interests against each 
other in order to secure the best deal for his tribe and its members. Martin had seen this done in 
the business world many times, as well as in awarding military contracts to private interests.120 
Why couldn’t this approach also be applied to the sovereign-to-sovereign relationship between 
the MBCI and the United States? Martin set out to first secure a foundational level of funding 
through the BIA and its Indian education initiative. It was the final stretch of road Martin needed 
to navigate to reach his destination.  
Taking the research that had already been done by the education subcommittee of the 
tribe, Martin put together a budget that he could show to BIA personnel about what kinds of 
investments were needed to bring the school to fruition. He contracted with an architectural firm 
to sketch out the plans for the high school building, and he would leave copies of the blueprints 
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on the desks of the BIA bureaucrats he routinely lobbied for federal education dollars.121 He also 
invited members of congress and high-ranking BIA members to the reservation in Pearl River so 
they could see first-hand the need for a tribal high school.122 Inviting government workers and 
lawmakers to the reservation served a twofold purpose: it could impart a tangible lesson to the 
struggles of the Choctaw people that outsiders would find hard to ignore, and underscore the fact 
that the state of Mississippi or the municipality of Philadelphia refused help in building a school. 
However, Martin knew that inviting federal officials to east central Mississippi was inviting 
unwanted attention to the state amid racial tensions and federal investigations. Where before 
state governors had largely ignored the requests for assistance from the MBCI, then governor 
Ross Barnett decided to entertain Martin’s proposals. State leaders in Mississippi also saw the 
high school as an example of a racial minority self-quarantining themselves from the white 
majority in the county. During the post Brown v. Board decision, the case of a self-segregating 
Indian tribe was seen by the governor’s inner circle as a propaganda win. In response to one of 
Martin’s letters, Barnett acknowledged “…If you want to build an Indian only senior high, we 
here in Jackson aren’t gonna stop you.”123  
While the building of the high school was not a matter of open hostility in theory, its 
potential placement did attract some level of anger from the local community. Martin had long 
tried to build inroads with local Neshoba County leaders through collaborative projects. The 
MBCI had allowed the construction of bypasses through tribal trust land to help connect the 
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county and improve transportation.124 After Martin was elected chairman, he often invited 
business leaders looking to relocate their manufacturing centers down to Philadelphia to meet 
with the municipal government. At their core, these visits were to show how receptive the 
reservation was to business interests and the underutilized Choctaw workforce that sought 
technical jobs in manufacturing. Philadelphians, to their credit, did acknowledge Martin’s 
attempts to develop the struggling local economy. The municipal government rejected many of 
these proposals because they did not want their town population to exceed five thousand 
residents.125  While this cap was attributed to “maintaining the quaint and charming rural 
character of the region,” the truth of the matter was that any increase in population would be hard 
to control and the workers attracted by manufacturing jobs were liable to be African American, 
tipping the delicate racial balance in Philadelphia. This problem extended to the school as well. 
Martin’s proposal to locate the school on vacant land bought by the tribe in the downtown 
footprint could create a chain reaction in the local community. Wealthy white businessmen and 
their families were likely to leave the county altogether, and the sight of racial minorities 
operating a school and attempting to patronize local stores could embolden the black community 
to seek reforms in their own segregated district or agitate for integration. Martin took all these 
factors into consideration. He was not a racist himself, nor did he believe in separating Choctaws 
from whites or blacks as a means of social control, but he understood that the motivations of 
those who did believe in these ideas could be used to the tribe’s advantage. The result was that 
the tribe chose not to purchase the vacant lot on main street but instead secured adjoining 
property to the Pearl River reservation from Neshoba County at a rate below standard market 
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price.126The state of Mississippi would not block the construction of the school so long as 
administration and faculty positions were filled by non-federal employees. The BIA would 
provide much of the funding for the proposed school, but the construction contract would go to a 
Choctaw building firm. Securing funding from the BIA to build Choctaw Central High School 
during the Termination period was an unusual expenditure. It came about largely due to Martin’s 
language in couching the project and having the right people within the government bureaucracy. 
When Agent Vance was replaced with Agent Hardin in 1962, the MCBI finally had a 
sympathetic figure running the Philadelphia Agency.127 Hardin’s previous role at the agency had 
been as superintendent of reservation schools, and his familiarity with the educational agenda of 
the tribe made him a much more supportive representative for Choctaw interests within the 
BIA.128 Additionally, when Martin pitched the school to Washington bureaucrats at the BIA, he 
expressed his desire to have the tribe staff and administrate the school, alleviating the 
responsibility the BIA had held for decades.129   And in exchange for partially funding the 
building, the tribe would retain autonomy over staffing and curriculum with the end goal of self-
control over the entire school system. Martin had used the interests of the larger entities around 
him to secure the final piece of the Choctaw education system. His mind for business and 
compromise had overcome both a federal bureaucracy unsure of its role in tribal control, and a 
state that strongly resisted change to the social status of the Choctaw people. Effective 
management of tribal funds and savvy opportunism in federal programs outside the BIA services 
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umbrella helped keep the tribal government in the black, and as more and more tribal members 
progressed through the Choctaw Central School District, unemployment began a precipitous 
decline.130 The Choctaw had arrived. 
With the creation of the Choctaw Central High School in 1964, the MBCI finally had a 
top-to-bottom organization to educate tribal citizens.131 The achievement was in some ways a 
monument to the tireless work of the tribal council since that first meeting in 1945. While 
dealing with two bureaucratic shake-ups at the federal level, the MBCI had managed to 
dramatically increase the level of federal and state investment at a time when tribes nationally 
saw themselves as losing ground or even ceasing to exist altogether. While much of the credit for 
completing the education project that was mentioned in that first council address goes to Phillip 
Martin, a large portion of the tribal education infrastructure was built over time from those early 
council years (1945-59), constantly lobbying BIA agents and state officials. The tribal education 
system was literally built a grade at a time, as tribal participation in the education system 
eventually outstripped the BIA’s ability to provide adequate services for tribal members. 
Martin’s leadership eventually put the program over the top by playing local, state, and federal 
influences against each other to build an independent, autonomous, High School. Martin himself 
commented on this false narrative, saying, “I didn’t single-handedly build that school, it took 
years of planning from community members and the ideals of many council members to make 
the school a reality.”132 
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 Choctaw themselves would likely chart the inspiration for their independent school to the 
Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, the government legislation that ended the Choctaw tribe’s 
official presence in Mississippi for over one hundred years. They would argue that the 
achievement of the tribe’s schools was a long struggle waged from those pioneering generations 
to reclaim what Dancing Rabbit had taken from them, the right to dictate Choctaw lifeways or 
Chahta Immi would be expressed in the next generation. The hard-fought victory then was the 
core of the economic “Choctaw Miracle” that Philip Martin achieved using a mixture of pride for 
the traditions of the past interwoven with the opportunities of the present and future. As Martin 
himself admitted, “…I hadn’t done anything special except to use my understanding of white 
ways in helping our people realize our potential. That was my only great innovation to tribal 
leadership.”133  
 The accomplishments of the Mississippi Choctaw and their leadership under York and 
Martin were instrumental in affecting the change they sought for their education program. Martin 
would go on to revamp many former government services and re-staff them with Choctaw as 
tribal services managing their own needs. The importance of these actions is all the more 
startling considering the location of the tribal revitalization. The “Choctaw miracle” took place in 
probably the most inhospitable time and place for a tribe to assert its self-determination: 
Segregationist Mississippi and a federal government in the midst of a policy shift on how to 
interact with sovereign tribal communities. The creation of the self-administered Choctaw school 
district insulated the tribe from the forces that sought to reverse the gains they made. The 
effective management of the tribal community and the desire for autonomy helped to stimulate 
those with apathetic interests in Choctaw education to action, either as a means of preventing 
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intrusion into the black-white conflict in Neshoba county, Mississippi or to dispense with the 
federal oversight mandate of the BIA. This collection of events cements how the creation of an 
institution under the worst of circumstances transformed a small impoverished indigenous 
community in rural Mississippi from wards of the federal government into one of the largest 
employers in the state today. While the bright lights of the Silver Star and Golden Moon Casinos 
dazzle those who travel that manicured highway through the sea of pines, it is the meandering, 
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